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The Atlanta pitching staff has 
continued to excel, regardless of 
who tosses the ball 

By Jared Burleyson 
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"What has happened is that the collection of pitchers that we have, and 
have had, are able to execute pitches. I think that's been the constant." - 
Atlanta Braves pitching coach Roger McDowell. 

And there you have it. The secret to the Atlanta Braves storied pitching 
success. Draft the memo and forward it to every other pitching coach in 
the Majors - the answer has been found. 

What McDowell makes sound so intrinsically simplistic is undoubtedly 
more complex. Every 10-year-old in Little League executes his pitches, if 
you loosely interpret execute to mean send a fastball towards home plate 
when you meant to throw a fastball. The answer must be more involved. 

"We execute pitches and we don't give in to hitters in hitters' counts," 
McDowell continued in a hallway outside the Atlanta clubhouse. "Guys are 
able to throw their off-speed pitches behind in the count. When we work 
in the bullpen, those are things that we do work on. We work on making 
pitches and executing pitches with each and every pitch. Our motto is that 
the next pitch is always the best pitch." 

Southpaw Mike Minor, who is in his fifth year of McDowell's tutelage, 
has a different opinion on the Braves' across-the-board success. 

"Because we're good," he says with a smile when asked how every 
Atlanta pitcher seems to excel, laughing to dissuade cockiness but with a 
hint of some hard truth in his answer. "With our farm system, they know 
how to draft guys and our scouts know what they want in who they see. 
Aaron Harang came out of nowhere pretty much, but our scouts found 
him and he's having a great year." 

Yes, yes he is. As is the entire pitching staff in 2014, a collection of 
last-minute acguisitions paired with some homegrown talent that was 
supposed to be good, but not as good as the staff could've been. 

Atlanta entered 2014 with what was designed to be a rare 
occurrence in Major League Baseball. Five homegrown, drafted 
and developed starters leading a pitching staff to the Promised 
Land. Minor, Julio Teheran, Alex Wood, Kris Medlen and Brandon 
Beachy made up the projected rotation, all of whom 
either heard their name called during the three-day 
period that comprises the First-Year Player 
Draft or who were found nationally or ^ 
internationally by Braves scouts. 
But baseball intervened, 




and plans changed. 

Minor and Teheran have held up their end of the bargain 
Minor missed most of April with left shoulder tendinitis and 
returned to post a 3.07 ERA through his first seven starts, 
better numbers than his career year last season, 
during which he won a career-high 13 games with a 
3.21 ERA. 

Teheran has blossomed into a bona fide 
ace, pacing the staff and the National League 
with a 1.89 ERA through June 8, earning 
every penny of the six-year contract 
bestowed upon him prior to the start of 
the season. Long labeled as Atlanta's No. 1 
prospect during his rise through the Minor 
Leagues, he cemented that distinction with 



his performance in the first half of 2014, including the first two shutouts 
of his career on April 16 against the Philadelphia Phillies, out-dueling Cliff 
Lee in a 1-0 Braves win, and again on May 20 at Turner Field against the 
Milwaukee Brewers. 

Those two, however, were just two-fifths of the rotation eguation. 
Medlen lasted 8.2 innings into his 2014 Spring Training before dancing 
off the mound with arm pain on March 9 against the New York Mets. Nine 
days later, he underwent his second "Tommy John" surgery in a four-year 
span. Beachy made it until March 10 when he found out he'd succumb to 
the same surgical fate, his second in two years. 

Atlanta, poised with an offense that would enable contention in the 
National League, opted not to sit and squander a precious chance to 
contend for a World Series title. Within three days of Medlen's injury, 
General Manager Frank Wren reached out and signed veteran right- 
handed pitcher Ervin Santana, fresh off the lowest ERA of his career last 
year with the Kansas City Royals, a 3.24 mark over 32 starts. 

A few days before the conclusion of Spring Training, the Braves picked 
up the even-more-veteran Aaron Harang, who went into the spring with 
the Cleveland Indians and pitched well, but was determined to not be a 
part of their future and was let go during some of their final cuts. Atlanta 
pounced, and in doing so assuaged some fears over the loss of two 
projected starters. 

Both have pitched better than Braves Country could have ever 
imagined. Harang began his season with 6.2 shutout innings against 
Milwaukee, the first six of which were hitless. Two months later and he sat 

with an even 4-4 record and a sparkling 
3.24 ERA. Santana was even better 
through his first six starts, going 
a perfect 4-0 with a miniscule 
ERA of just 1.99. 






"When you pick up Ervin 
Santana and Aaron Harang, 
when you get two guys that have 
pitched at the top of the rotation then you 
feel comfortable and confident that they're going 
to be able to go out there and make pitches on 
a consistent basis," McDowell said two months 
into the season. "They have the experience." 
As did Gavin Floyd, another member of 
the pitching staff who had recently gone 
under the knife, coming to Atlanta after 
undergoing "Tommy John" surgery 
of his own while with the White Sox 
last season. He was signed under 
the assumption that he would miss 
some time at the start of the season 
while he completed his recovery 
from the procedure. He was not 
signed under the assumption 
that his return to the rotation 
could have potentially 
disrupted a pitching staff 
that was in the midst of 
serving as the National 
League's best, nor 
was it thought that 
he would miss the 
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"We have guys that want to 
win and have won a lot in their 
careers and want to continue 
to do so. Anytime you get a 
bunch of guys that are tight- 
knit and have the desire to win, 
whether you're a first-year guy 
or a 12-year guy, you're going to 
have a recipe for success. 55 

— Alex Wood 



rest of the season after breaking the olecranon bone in his elbow 
nine brilliant starts into his season. 

"It's a collective thought process with Frank [Wren] and 
[manager] Fredi [Gonzalez] and our staff, figuring out what best 
suits our ball club," McDowell said of the decisions that come 
when inevitable changes happen to a pitching staff. "The younger 
guys can be as valuable in the bullpen, and if we need a spot-start 
they're able to do that. When we made the decision to put Alex 
[Wood] in the bullpen, that was something that he had done before 
and had been very successful at." 

As usual, the Atlanta staff pulled the right strings. Wood took his 
then-3.00 ERA to the bullpen, Floyd joined the rotation and pitched 
to the tune of a 2.80 ERA through his first six starts, striking out 
31 batters in 35.1 innings. Fredi Gonzalez was given another left- 
handed option in the bullpen, and the rotation remained the well- 
oiled machine it had proven to be in the first month of the year. 

"We have a bunch of guys that know what they're doing 
obviously and they go out there and compete," Wood said of his 
fellow pitchers. "Everyone has a good game plan going in. I think 
everyone will vouch for everyone else in that we prepare really 
well individually and as a group." 

"It's a little bit of friendly competition," fellow pitcher David 
Hale chimed in from his locker right next to Wood's. "One guy goes 
out and throws well and you want to go out and one-up him a little 
bit and hold your own. When you're surrounded by other guys who 
do well, it makes you that much better." 

It's that friendly competition that has undoubtedly played a 
role in the success of Wood and Hale, two of the Braves' youngest 
pitchers and the only two who have contributed from the rotation 
and the bullpen. After they both debuted last season, each entered 
their first full campaign with the Major League club this year. Each 
started the season in the rotation, and they were both in the bullpen 
by early May after the return of two veteran starters. 



For Wood, it was a situation he encountered last year and had some 
experience and success with. Naturally, Hale couldn't let himself be 
bested, so he put his Princeton education to task in learning the nuances 
of pitching in relief. 

"Learning on the fly has worked so far," he said of getting comfortable 
in the bullpen. "I'd come out of the 'pen before but I had been in long 
relief, so the first time I threw in back-to-back days here was the first 
time I'd ever done that in my entire life. So I'm learning, seeing how my 
arm bounces back, when to work out and the whole routine. When you're 
starting it's pretty easy and the routine is laid out, but now you just have 
to figure out what works for you in the bullpen." 

Regardless of the routine, McDowell would say that executing pitches 
will work no matter when or where you're pitching, and he's right. That's 
why he serves in the role that he does, mentoring Atlanta's arms up and 
down the pitching staff. Yet, there's still something to be said for the staff 
that led the Majors in ERA for much of the season's first half besides the 
fact that they make good pitches. Something has gelled this collective 
group of talent, bringing the young and old, the homegrown and acquired, 
the starters and relievers together as one. 

"We have guys that want to win and have won a lot in their careers and 
want to continue to do so," said Wood. "Anytime you get a bunch of guys 
that are tight-knit and have the desire to win, whether you're a first-year 
guy or a 12-year guy, you're going to have a recipe for success." 

Let's just hope that the Braves keep stirring that pot. A 
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